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SOME NOTES ON THE WHITE WAGTAIL

J. SULTANA & C. GAUCI
The White Wagtail Motacilla albg (Maltese name: Zakak) generally
arrives in October though stragglers may be seen as early as mid-Septem-
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ber. It 15 a common autumn passage migrant and winter resident till
March. Small numbers repass in March and early April.

The White Wagtail can be seen in its winter plumage. The upperparts
dre grey with a dark patch on the nape and whitish forehead and cheeks.
The underparts are white with a black band across its breast. The tail is
biack with- comtrasting white outer tail feathers. Its breeding plumage,
which is assumed prior to its departure, includes a black nape, more con-
trasting white on the forehead and a glossy black throat.

J. Gibb's “Migrants through Malta & Gozo; October 1941—July 1945”
(brit. Birds 40:71-78) is the only ornithological contribution givinz the
first and last dates of appearance of species including those of the Mota-
cilla atba. Our records for the years 1967-70 are hereunder compared with

Gibb's:

First dates Last dates
J. Gibtb 1641~45 Oct. 17 to Oct. 27 Apr, 3 to Apr. 7
Our records 1967-70 Sept. 12 to Oct. 9 Apr. 7 to Apr. 23

J. Gibb has also been the only contributor of a short paper on the
singing of birds in Malta and Gozo (Brit. Birds 39:354-357). He writes ‘No
song’ for this species, but we have heard individuals singing in early April
at the Salt pans at Salina. The song always consisted of low warbling notes
delivered in prolonged phrases. Its calls, as mentioned by Gibb, are a
‘chizzik’ and a one note ‘zzik’ freguently uttered while flying, also when
flushed.

The White Wagtail has been noted to arrive singly or in flocks of up
to 50. During winter it usually prefers to keep singly during the day while
it forages round pools in valleys and manure heaps in farm yards, only to
gather in g large flock at the roosting site, where they arrive in small
parties.

It is an interesting fact that for many years the wintering White Wag-
tails have roosted in the trees in the Great Siege Square in Valletta. We
have come to the conclusion that even those that are feeding in Gozo dur-
ing the day cross the narrow channel to roost in this one particular area.
We have no records of White Wagtails roosting anywhere in the islands
except for two newly arrived flocks on 24th and 25th October, 1970, at
Lunzjata in Gozo and five birds seen late in the evening at Ramia Valley,
also in Gozo, in early April, 1970.

On these occasions we were virtually certain that they were passage
migrants and not wintering birds. During the last two winters small par-
ties were noted crossing the channel from Gozo at about 16.30 hrs. and
from Malta at about 07.30 hrs. These have been noted both from the ferry
boat and from vantage points at Marfa. A recovery in Valletta of a ringed
bird at Lunzjata in Gozo also supports our conclusion.

Like other winteriniy species, the White Wagtail is also faithful to its
wintering quarters. Those which succeed to make the.trin to the continent
and back return to the same localities. Three ringed birds have so far been
recovered in the consecutive winter. The fact that the same roosting place
is used year after year also supports this.

The subspecies Arotacilla albg yarelli known as the Pied Wagtail and
whose breeding range is mainly the British Isles has been reported to be
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a straggler in autumn by G. Despotit (Notes on the Ornithology of Malta.
Ibis (10) 5:281-348, 466-526) who also gives a record for Avpril, 1916 This
subspecies differs from the nominate M.a.alba in having a black back and
rump in the breeding season.

Wing-length and Weight of the White Wagtail (M.O.S. Ringing Group
records):

The wing-length of 26 birds ramwzed from 83 to 2.5 mm. with an aver-
age of 87.5 mm. The weight of 20 birds ranged from 18.4 to 29 gms. with
aa average of 22.6 gms. '
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